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Mexico and its two partners in the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) are the largest
producers in the Americas of electronic waste, derived from discarded cellphones, computers, audio
and video units, and other gadgets. The difference is that Mexico’s partners north of the border
have recycling schemes in place, while much of Mexico’s electronic waste ends up in landfills.
Furthermore, the amount of electronic waste in Mexico has more than quadrupled over the past six
years.
According to a study conducted by the Instituto de Investigaciones en Ecosistemas y Sustentabilidad
(Institute for Research on Ecosystems and Sustainability, IIES), every Mexican discards between
seven and nine kilograms of electronic waste every year. The IIES is housed at the Morelia campus
of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) in Michoacán state.
Heberto Ferreira Medina, the author of the study, presented similar research in 2009. At that time,
he estimated that 150,000 tons to 180,000 tons of electronic equipment were discarded in Mexico
a year (SourceMex, Feb. 18, 2009). The new study said the volume has grown steadily since 2010
when, according to the Instituto Nacional de Ecología (INE), the average Mexican threw out between
three and five kilograms. That figure has been estimated to have reached nine kilos in 2015. In the
most recent study, Ferreira Medina said 900,000 tons of equipment were discarded in Mexican
landfills in 2015, more than four times the annual average that had been recorded in 2009.
In 2015, the problem was exacerbated by the government’s campaign to replace older analogue
television sets with new digital models (SourceMex, Nov. 11, 2015). Rather than collect the old
television units, the government allowed most of them to end up in landfills.
While Canada and the United States produce more electronic waste on average than Mexico, the
two NAFTA partners have recycling programs in place. In Mexico, there are few opportunities for
recycling, Ferreira said, a problem that threatens the country’s natural resources.

Threat to aquifers, wildlife habitats
“The problem is not part of our national consciousness. There is no culture of recycling,” Ferreira
said. “However, this waste could eventually contaminate our aquifers and our wildlife habitats.”
The study said the biggest threats come from the electronic components found in discarded units,
including the microcircuits found in the motherboards of computers, the cathode tubes of old
monitors, and batteries. These types of materials contain lead, cadmium, chromium, and other
heavy metals. “We know that if we contaminate a swimming pool with a battery, the impact could
last for decades,” Ferreira said.
Ferreira said another major environmental and health threat comes from products that have been
treated with flame retardants, particularly polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs). The material
is often used in clothing, furniture, and electronic appliances. He proposed that the government
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implement the concept of “adequate disposal,” which consists of disassembling electronics in a
correct manner. This means sorting plastics, metals, and components, and preparing each of these
to be recycled.
“This represents a window of opportunity that is wasted because of a lack of incentives,” added
Ferreira, in reference to the lack of programs to recycle plastic and metals.
Even though Mexico is behind the times in promoting the recycling of electronics, at least one
company has set up an operation that helps businesses recycle their old electronic products. In
March, Recicla Electrónicos México (REMSA) announced a goal of collecting 1,000 tons of electronic
waste in 2016 to process at its plant in Querétaro, matching the amount collected in 2015. REMSA
director Álvaro Núñez Solís said the Querétaro facility acquires materials primarily from the
industrial center and north of the country, including Jalisco, México state, Puebla, Querétaro, Mexico
City, and Nuevo León. The company works primarily with businesses, which send their discarded
electronic supplies to REMSA via parcel companies.
“Our campaign is working well,” Núñez Solís said in an interview with the daily business
newspaper El Economista. “Businesses send their discarded items through a delivery service
directly to our plant for recycling.”
According to information supplied by the company, a typical unit sent to Querétaro for recycling
contains not only electronic components, but also glass, non-ferrous metals, ferrous metals, and
plastic. Núñez Solís said the company is planning to expand its operations to other parts of Latin
America in the near future.
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